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O’Brien’s Spirituality in Nursing: Standing on Holy Ground
(2003), this manuscript extends the conversation begun
there in useful ways.
The chapter on ethical decision making seems incom-
plete. While an initial linkage between spirituality and
ethical decision making is asserted by the statement
“… spiritual issues are inextricably interwoven with the
kinds of ethical decisions that confront health care profes-
sionals and those for whom they care” (p. 331), this link-
age could be more fully explicated. Might it be one’s
conceptualization of person, beliefs about the purpose of
health, or definition of nursing practice that introduce
spiritual issues into specific ethical dilemmas? Further,
the ethical theories and principles are applied to prece-
dent-setting cases rather than to the daily ethical dilem-
mas that nurses encounter in their practice. Such an
approach distances this important topic from the every-
day experience of the nurse, and does not address the
question of how necessary support can be provided to
these point-of-care practitioners.
The second edition of Spiritual Dimensions of Nursing
Practice is a timely update that fulfills its specified goals.
This book constitutes an excellent addition to the nursing
and allied health literature.
Reviewed by Mary Molewyk Doornbos, Chairperson and Professor,
Calvin College Department of Nursing, 1734 Knollcrest Circle SE,
Grand Rapids, MI 49546.
MATHEMATICS
PLATO’S GHOST: The Modernist Transformation of
Mathematics by Jeremy Gray. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2008. 515 pages, glossary, bibliography,
index. Hardcover; $45.00. ISBN: 9780691136103.
“Modernism,” like its younger cousin “postmodernism,”
is one of those squirmy weasel-words that is difficult
to pin down long enough to gain a clear and cogent view
of its meaning and referents. Perhaps these terms are
best used to describe whole families of attitudes and
beliefs. Nevertheless, historians and critics have felt com-
fortable applying them to specific trends in the visual
arts, architecture, literature, poetry, drama, film, music,
theology, and philosophy. Modernism, in this sense, is
often pegged to certain developments around the turn
of the twentieth century, especially in the arts. But what
about science and mathematics? Are there substantial
modernist trends in these fields? In Plato’s Ghost, the
distinguished historian of mathematics Jeremy Gray
investigates this possibility for mathematics.
A “core definition of modernism” is offered at the
outset of the book: it is that “cultural shift” occurring
between 1890 and 1930 which makes mathematics
an autonomous body of ideas, having little or no
outward reference, placing considerable emphasis
on formal aspects of the work and maintaining a
complicated—indeed anxious—rather than a naive
relationship with the day-to-day world, which is
the de facto view of a coherent group of people,
such as a professional or discipline-based group that
has a high sense of the seriousness and value of
what it is trying to achieve.
This captures much of what Gray intends with the word,
but he fleshes it out a bit further for mathematics. For
him, modernism is a shift in professional mathematicians’
philosophical perspective that embraces an abstract ontol-
ogy and an epistemology that nearly dissolves into logic.
The main conditions imposed on theorizing by modern-
ist mathematicians are those of the formal axiomatic
method—concepts must be logically consistent and results
rigorously derived, but otherwise mathematical creation
is completely free.
This outlook certainly typifies many foundational
developments in mathematics around 1900, but Gray
argues that it is characteristic of mathematical practice
more broadly and that viewing this time period through
the lens of modernism unifies a number of aspects of
mathematics.
After an introductory chapter delineating his thesis
in general terms, Gray divides his story into three main
parts: (1) a pre-modern period (the nineteenth century
prior to about 1890, though he identifies Riemann and
Dedekind as mid-century precursors), (2) a period in
which modernism emerges, and (3) a time in which its
outlook has become the accepted orthodoxy of profes-
sional mathematicians. The final three chapters are
devoted to issues more on the periphery of mathematics
(its relation to physics, attempts at popularization and
writing its history, and its relation to language and psy-
chology) and to some further mainstream developments
between the two world wars. Within each main time
period Gray follows a topical organization, looking at
developments in four main fields: geometry, analysis,
algebra, and logic/set theory/foundations.
From his past work, Gray is very conversant with
developments in geometry and analysis, and his treat-
ment of these topics is authoritative and informative.
Modernism in geometry is associated with changing
views on the nature of and developments within geome-
try (non-Euclidean geometry, projective geometry,
Hilbert’s axiomatization of elementary geometry, Italian
axiomatic geometry) as well as on geometry’s relation to
science and everyday experience. In the field of analysis,
Gray distinguishes between early foundational efforts
(Cauchy’s arithmetization, Weierstrass’s rigorization) and
later more abstract developments in analyzing the nature
and meaning of numbers (Dedekind on real numbers and
natural numbers, Cantor on transfinite ordinal and cardi-
nal numbers).
Gray also points out modernist developments in alge-
bra and the foundational fields of logic and set theory.
Algebra moved from more concrete concerns in solving
equations and finding regularities within number theory
to maneuvers of inventing new types of numbers for vari-
ous tasks (ideal numbers, quaternions, p-adic numbers).
In the twentieth century, modernism becomes entrenched
in algebra with the structuralist approaches of Emmy
Noether and Bourbaki.
In the case of logic, two decades after an 1820s revival
in Great Britain of traditional modes of deduction, the
field was transformed by Boole and others into a branch
of algebra. It was later extended to include relations,
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quantifiers, and mathematical symbolism, and its relation
to mathematics was inverted and refined by Frege and
Russell. In the early twentieth century under Hilbert’s
influence, logic became the tool of metamathematics,
whose concern was the analysis of axiomatic theories for
consistency, completeness, and independence, becoming
aligned in the end with set theory and abstract model
theory. Promoting set theory as the ultimate foundation
for mathematics provided the discipline with a self-con-
tained modernist ontology. In discussing these develop-
ments, Gray tends to rely more on other authorities than
on his own work, but foundational aspects are probably
the best-known part of the story he is telling.
Even applied areas of mathematics felt the drift
toward modernism. This helps us understand why
Eugene Wigner, a leading physicist, would write in 1960
about “The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics
in the Natural Sciences” as being a mysterious business.
As Gray notes, mathematical physics had given way first
to applied mathematics and then to mathematical model-
ing, in keeping with the modernist trend of loosening the
ties between mathematics and empirical reality.
The book’s strength lies in its treatment of the various
mathematical developments—mathematical practice—
during this period. Occasionally, this is also its weakness;
at times, the reader needs help in seeing the contours
of the forest for the clutter of the trees. Mathematical
technicalities are kept to a minimum, but the number of
thinkers treated and the epic range of topics taken up
can overwhelm those unfamiliar with them. Moreover,
readers interested mostly in the mathematics may be
tempted to skip over some of the philosophical and psy-
chological portions, which would have benefitted from
being more concisely analyzed and summarized. The ex-
position invariably improves when Gray steps back to
assess the importance of a topic to his overall thesis.
Plato’s Ghost makes a strong case for there being a
modernist transformation in mathematics. While Gray
obviously takes modernism in the arts as encouragement
for postulating his thesis for mathematics, he consciously
does not connect the two phenomena in any direct sense.
He notes similar general trends (increased professionali-
zation, autonomy and independence from other fields,
emphasis on formal elements, cultural anxiety, and so
forth) and speculates that these may arise from parallel
contexts and concerns (“convergent evolution”), but he
declines to demonstrate a common source. This puts his
thesis on safer ground, but it will also make it less satisfy-
ing for many readers. In the end we are left wondering,
why were there similar trends at this time in both fields?
And some of us would undoubtedly like to know, how do
these trends relate to other contemporaneous modernist
developments, such as in theology? Can we dig down
below the surface to find any common motivation, any
shared zeitgeist?
I also would have liked to have seen some analysis
of how the trend of modernism relates to earlier and
broader developments in philosophy and worldview.
The strong underlying tendency of modernism to over-
throw authority and norms (freedom from God and the
church, emancipation from the tyranny of monarchs,
rejection of tradition) can be clearly seen both in Enlight-
enment philosophy and revolutionary politics, and this
has even deeper roots in early modern thought where
assertion of human autonomy arises as a major theme.
Are twentieth-century developments a radical departure
from these earlier developments, a genuine paradigm
shift, as Gray asserts, or are they an intensification of
aspects of the same humanist spirit? Modernism’s histori-
cal lineage ought to be traced further back than Gray does
in Plato’s Ghost, to give us a more long-term perspective
on what is brand new and what might develop core
tendencies that had already become prominent when
“modernism” was first self-consciously proclaimed by
mid-eighteenth-century thinkers. This may be asking for
more than can be comfortably proved in scientific or
historical terms, but readers of these pages will likely
acknowledge a responsibility to test the spirits, in intel-
lectual affairs as well as in spiritual and moral matters.
What we have here, then, is an excellent and detailed
survey of how modernism took root in mathematics.
Plato’s Ghost provides the launching pad for future rumi-
nations on the modernist thesis. At the same time, I think
it begs for extension, both backward to root the phenome-
non more firmly in history, and forward into our present
time, when modernism is no longer as prominent or as
tightly held as it was a century ago.
Reviewed by Calvin Jongsma, Professor of Mathematics, Dordt College,
Sioux Center, IA 51250.
PHILOSOPHY & THEOLOGY
THE BIG QUESTIONS IN SCIENCE AND RELIGION
by Keith Ward. West Conshohocken, PA: Templeton
Foundation Press, 2008. 272 pages, references, index.
Paperback; $16.95. ISBN: 9781599471358.
In the 1940s radio quiz show Twenty Questions, the host
started each game by letting everyone know that he held
a secret belonging to a single category: animal, vegetable,
or mineral. The contestants would then try to discover the
secret by posing as few yes-or-no questions as possible.
The best strategy was always an eliminative one. A good
question—especially early in the game—was one that
ruled out whole ranges of categorical possibility. Anyone
reading Keith Ward’s Big Questions should recognize
from the outset that he is not playing a quiz show game.
The table of contents does list twenty questions about
science and religion, but these are not requests for cate-
gorical specifications about something or someone that
we might uncover. His reflections on these questions
widen rather than narrow the range of possibilities that
one should consider.
The big questions are perennial ones in philosophical
theology. They deal with cosmic origins and endings,
creation and evolution, laws and miracles, matter and
spirit, nature and norms, and divinity and revelation. As
priest, philosopher, and “lover of science,” Ward seeks
to keep these questions alive, arguing repeatedly that
while science may alter the ways in which they are asked,
it can neither dismiss them nor provide the final answers.
The core message is that
Science will not resolve these deep existential
struggles. But science can help to dispel ignorance
266 Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith
Book Reviews
